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EXAMINING THE IMPACT OF ALGAE ON MICROBIAL COMMUNITIES IN WASTEWATER. 
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Wastewater provides an excellent resource for growing algae, which remove carbon dioxide 
from the atmosphere as they photosynthesize and thus lessen climate change. In a partnership 
with the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago, we are examining the 
potential of using nutrient-rich wastewater to grow algae. Since space is limited in an urban 
environment, the algae are grown on vertical belts that rotate through wastewater tanks. We 
have identified a wide variety of genera in the algal community, including Diatoms (e.g. 
Navicula, Nitzschia, Sellaphora) and Chlorophyta (e.g. Scenedesmus, Chlorella, Rhizoclonium). 
Because bacteria play an important role in the wastewater treatment process, we are also 
examining the impact of the algae on the microbial community. Preliminary results show that the 
algal treatment increases the types of carbon substrates consumed by the microbial community, 
increasing microbial functional diversity. Sewage treatment plants can benefit from using algae 
as a final tertiary treatment to further clean wastewater. Thus, the growing of algae in 
wastewater has excellent potential to be implemented on a larger scale to mitigate 
anthropogenic climate change. 
 
 
